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Open access under CC BY-NCa b s t r a c ta r t i c l e i n f oAvailable online 18 July 2012 Despite the growing literature on the punitive turn, knowledge of how the experience of American imprison-
ment varied across time and place remains limited. This article begins to ﬁll that gap, providing a nuanced
portrayal of variation in the practices of rehabilitation.
Purpose: To examine how one aspect of the rehabilitative ideal in practice—the provision of staff dedicated to
inmate services—varied across time and place over the past 30 years.
Methods: The article presents statistics on the inmate-to-staff ratios for inmate services staff (including
teachers, counselors, doctors, etc.) between the years 1979 and 2005 for all 50 U.S. states.
Results: The analyses reveal that while there was a substantial decline in the services staff ratio during the
1990s and 2000s, this shift across time paled in comparison to variation across place. Northeastern prison
systems, for example, on average maintained higher inmate services staff ratios in 2005 than Southern states
in any year. In addition, results suggest state variation is related to differences in prison crowding, inmates’
racial composition, and political cultures.
Conclusions: The ﬁndings suggest the punitive turn was more variegated and partial than is often assumed
and highlight the importance of exploring state variation in penal practices.
© 2012 Elsevier Ltd. Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.Introduction
Scholars are by now familiar with the profound “punitive turn” in
U.S. criminal justice policies, especially the massive expansion in the
use of imprisonment: Between 1972 and 2010, the number of
prisoners held in state facilities increased seven-fold, from 174,000
to 1.4 million (Pew Center on the States, 2010). As the prison system
grew, other features of the carceral environment—including racial
tensions, control technologies, and staff-inmate relationships—also
shifted, altering the experience of imprisonment.
One of the most prominent changes in the nature of incarceration
has been the decline of the rehabilitative ideal and the presumed de-
volution of prison rehabilitation programs. According to leading ac-
counts, as prisons expanded, the mission of corrections departments
transitioned from rehabilitation in “correctional” institutions to inca-
pacitation in crowded, “warehouse” facilities (Garland, 2001; Irwin,
2005; Wacquant, 2001). Scholars argue that as rehabilitation declined
as the dominant rhetoric of punishment, the practices of rehabilitation
were dismantled. Thus, as the number of prisoners mounted to
“mass” proportions, this account suggests that inmates became in-
creasingly less able to access basic rehabilitative opportunities, such
as educational programs, substance abuse treatment, and counseling
services.-ND license.Yet the leading theoretical accounts of this shift often exclude or
gloss over empirical evidence on the presence of rehabilitative pro-
gramming, analyzing changes in political narratives more often than
changes in practices. When researchers have focused on changes in
practices, the trends have often been quite different from a simple
story of decline (Useem & Piehl, 2008; Phelps, 2011). Rather than dis-
count these ﬁndings as relics of previous modes of punishment, an
emerging literature argues that the complex relationship between
the rhetoric and practices of rehabilitation is central to understanding
the punitive turn both empirically and theoretically. These scholars
criticize the conceptualization of distinct epochs in punishment
and argue that penality has always been “variegated” or “volatile
and contradictory,” continually “braiding” together punitive and reha-
bilitative aims and practices (Goodman, in press; Hutchinson, 2006;
O'Malley, 1999; O'Malley, 2000). In addition, this research documents
how penal practices can survive seemingly contradictory changes in
rhetoric—for example, by molding the framing of existing practices
to ﬁt new discourses (Cheliotis, 2006; Goodman, in press; Hannah-
Moffat, 2005; Maurutto & Hannah-Moffat, 2006; Robinson, 2008).
Thus, a shift from rehabilitative to punitive rhetoric does not necessar-
ily produce a parallel move from rehabilitative to punitive practices.
In addition to showing continuity in practices across time, scholars
have also described how the development of mass incarceration and
the adoption of more punitive modes of punishment varied dramati-
cally across state lines. Researchers have begun to explore how states
differentially experienced the punitive trajectory, complicating the
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progressive states by documenting the histories of states in the
South and Southwest, where “tough” or “harsh” justice always domi-
nated (Lynch, 2009; Perkinson, 2010). These works suggest that U.S.
states (and regions) did not experience one collective punitive turn,
but rather, had drastically different commitments to the rehabilitative
ideal and experienced varied trajectories in the turn toward mass in-
carceration (Lynch, 2011).
This article merges these two areas of contestation—investigating
change and continuity across time and variation across place—in
order to understand how the practices of rehabilitation shifted across
the country after the 1970s, as the national rhetoric around punish-
ment turned increasingly punitive. The analyses focus on one mea-
sure of rehabilitation in practice—the number of inmate services
professionals relative to the number of inmates—that provides an es-
timate of states’ commitment to funding rehabilitation-related staff
and ability to provide inmate services everyday. In line with the lead-
ing accounts of the punitive turn, the results suggest a real and impor-
tant decline in the inmate services staff ratio during the 1990s
and 2000s (although not during the 1980s), with most states losing
a substantial number of inmate services professionals relative to the
number of inmates. In contrast to the dominant accounts of a coher-
ent national trend, though, the results also reveal profound state-
level variation, with differences across states overwhelming year-to-
year changes in the average staff ratio. Many states provided more
inmate services staff members well into the 2000s than other states
did as far back as 1979, with a range of practices co-existing at
every point in time. For example, at its lowest point in 2005, the me-
dian inmate services staff ratio for states in the Northeast was still
higher than the median ratio for Southern states in any of the years
between 1979 and 2005.
This importance of place, above and beyond changes across time,
is consistent with theoretical accounts of punishment as “variegated”
or “braided,” with both rehabilitative and punitive elements ﬂour-
ishing during both the “rehabilitative” and “punitive” eras. Further,
the results conﬁrm how much there is to learn from examining
state variation in the practices of punishment. At the end of the arti-
cle, I sketch an example of this kind of research by evaluating ties be-
tween state characteristics and the inmate services staff ratio. The
results suggest that state variation in rehabilitation practice is tied,
in part, to factors such as overcrowding, prisoner racial composition,
and political cultures, although no single factor satisfactorily explains
state differentials in the trajectory of inmate services staff ratios.
Rehabilitation and the punitive turn
Punishment scholars have put forward a number of compelling
explanations for the development of mass incarceration. Garland
(2001) provides the richest account, describing sweeping changes
in the U.S. and U.K. that have produced a new “culture of control,” de-
ﬁned by “obsessive attempts to monitor risky individuals, to isolate
dangerous populations, and to impose situational controls on other-
wise open and ﬂuid settings” (Garland, 2001, p. 194). Other scholars,
like Beckett (1997), Tonry (1995), Simon (2007), andWeaver (2007),
focus on the racial politics of punishment, arguing that mass incar-
ceration emerged as a result of political maneuvering designed to
capture white voters’ support in the wake of the Civil Rights move-
ment. Wacquant (2009) paints perhaps the bleakest picture, describ-
ing prisons a “peculiar institution” designed to permanently exclude
poor African Americans from the polity.
In describing these changes in the scale of imprisonment, studies
have also remarked on shifts in the experiences of punishment, coher-
ing around the concept of the “decline of the rehabilitative ideal.” This
phrase, coined by Allen (1981), describes a shift in the logic of punish-
ment away from a medical model of prisons as sites for inmate classi-
ﬁcation and treatment to a punitive model of imprisonment, in whichthe most prisons can do is incapacitate offenders for increasingly long
periods of time. This contemporary model is often referred to as the
“warehouse prison,” on account of its scale and the lack of rehabilita-
tive opportunities (Irwin, 2005). Rather than transforming prisoners,
this new model provides a semi-permanent site of exclusion for peo-
ple deemed “social refuse” (Feeley & Simon, 1992; Wacquant, 2001).
Yet in crafting these sophisticated accounts of penal change,
macro-level research often sacriﬁces details on the micro-level pun-
ishment practices that might paint a more complex and contradictory
picture (Lynch, 1998; Lynch, 2011; Raynor & Robinson, 2009; Useem
& Piehl, 2008). The strongest work often alludes to this omission; for
example, Garland (2001) notes that “the distinctive technologies,
powers and knowledges developed by the penal-welfare movement
are still in daily use,” and brieﬂy cites statistics on in-prison treatment
programs (170). However, the persistence of rehabilitative practices,
despite the profound change in the scale and rhetoric of punishment,
remains peripheral to the overall argument (Garland, 2004). Similar-
ly, variation across place in the adoption and rejection of these prac-
tices often remains out of focus.
A new literature takes this disconnect between the narrative
and practices of punishment as central to understanding the punitive
turn and punishment more generally. This wave of scholars posits
that there exists a “governmentality gap” between understandings
of broad penal rationalities and speciﬁc practices and that a full ac-
count of the punitive turn must consider both (McNeill et al., 2009,
p. 419). Rather than a “catastrophic”model of penal change which en-
visions distinct epochs of punishment, this literature conceives of
punishment as inherently “volatile and contradictory,” with penal
interventions simultaneously entailing both punishment and reform
(O'Malley, 1999, 2000). Hutchinson (2006), for example, argues that
these two aspects of punishment are continually “braided” together,
with change over time best described as a shift in the relative empha-
sis of one strand or the other, rather than a wholesale replacement.1
In addition to challenging the “catastrophic” narrative of the pu-
nitive turn and emphasizing continuity and contestation in penal
practices, this group of scholars also argues that penal narratives and
practices can come together (or disconnect) in surprising ways. In
particular, work has shown that rehabilitative practices often sur-
vived shifts in penal logic by adopting new discourses. For example, re-
searchers have documented how risk-need assessment tools combine
both rehabilitative and risk management ideals, promoting services
for inmates under the rhetoric of public safety (Hannah-Moffat, 2005;
Maurutto & Hannah-Moffat, 2006). Other scholars have documented
how prison administrators use the narrative of public safety to marshal
support for prison programs (Schoenfeld, 2009) and how everyday
discourses of rehabilitation have adapted to neo-liberal ideas around
“responsibilization” (Goodman, in press; Lynch, 2000). Particularly
given that correctional administrators themselves continued to support
the goals of rehabilitation throughout the punitive turn (Cullen et al.,
1993), there is little reason to assume that shifts in punishment dis-
courses translated directly into changes in practices.
Regional and state variation
Scholars of punishment have long understood that there are impor-
tant differences in practices across the U.S. This work focused in partic-
ular on disparities in the “scale of imprisonment” (Zimring & Hawkins,
1991). Using complex quantitative models, researchers have explored
the state-level determinants of this variation, ﬁnding signiﬁcant associ-
ations between imprisonment rates and state characteristics such as vi-
olent crime rates, racial composition, and state budget strength
(Greenberg & West, 2001; Jacobs & Carmichael, 2001; Western, 2006;
Spelman, 2009). More recently, scholars have begun to investigate
how the history of the expansion of imprisonment varies across state,
using case studies to illustrate the importance special interest groups,
forms of political participation, and judicial interventions (Barker,
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These factors help to explain why some states, such as Oklahoma, Mis-
sissippi, and Louisiana (clustered in the South), have the highest incar-
ceration rates in the world, whereas states like Maine, Massachusetts,
and Minnesota (located in the Midwest and Northeast) have rates on
par with other Western countries.
A smaller literature focuses on variation in the experience of punish-
ment. This research complicates the standard narrative of the rise and
fall of rehabilitation witnessed in progressive states in the Northeast
and elsewhere, including California, by documenting the penal histories
of states inwhich “tough justice” remained pervasive. Lynch (2009) pro-
vides one of the best examples, documenting howpenal discipline in Ar-
izona constituted an especially harsh form of “frontier justice,” largely
untouched by progressive reforms. Similarly, studies of states in the
South, including Texas (Perkinson, 2010) and Florida (Schoenfeld,
2009), highlight prison systems in which rehabilitation was never a
strong goal in theory or practice. In Texas, for example, punishment in
the “rehabilitative era” consisted mainly of back-breaking manual labor
in the ﬁelds with “trusty” inmates serving as guards (DiIulio, 1987;
Perkinson, 2010). Together, these works provide a sense of how states’
penal trajectories have varied across the U.S. and over time, particularly
how prison systems in the South and Southwest developed differently
than states with deeper progressive roots (Lynch, 2011).
Deﬁning rehabilitation
Deﬁnitions of rehabilitation have varied across time and place,
encompassing nearly every aspect of punishment. Practices consid-
ered rehabilitative have ranged from contemporary markers like edu-
cation and counseling programs, to religious practices (including quiet
reﬂection and religious study) and even practices that many today
consider punitive, such as corporeal punishment and forced labor
(Raynor & Robinson, 2009). Therefore, when looking for changes in
the practices of rehabilitation, scholars have examined many mea-
sures, including program participation rates (Lynch & Sabol, 2001;
Phelps, 2011; Useem & Piehl, 2008), staff ratios (Phelps, 2011;
Western, 2006), specialized facilities (Phelps, 2011), interactions be-
tween criminal justice employees and supervisees (Bosworth, 2007;
Kruttschnitt & Gartner, 2005; Lynch, 2000), and prisoners’ and staff
members’ own conceptualizations of rehabilitation (Goodman, in
press). In some cases, these indicators measure fundamentally differ-
ent dimensions of prisons’ rehabilitation-orientation, such that even
within a single facility trends can be discrepant—for instance, admin-
istrators’ ideologies around rehabilitation may tell one story while
the actual provision of services and programs tells another (Carroll,
1998; DiIulio, 1987; Jacobs, 1977; Kruttschnitt & Gartner, 2005). The
one commonality from this research is that changes in rehabilitative
practices have been much more complex than changes in the national
rhetoric on punishment.
This article analyzes trends in staff ratios for inmate services
professionals—a category of staff that includes teachers, counselors,
doctors, and librarians—across time and place. Stafﬁng ratios provide
a proxy for states’ commitment to rehabilitative practices by measur-
ing the ﬁnancial resources states are willing to spend on inmate
services. While it may be easy for a state to pay “lip-service” to reha-
bilitation in mission statements or other materials, it takes consider-
ably more political consensus to support staff devoted to inmate
services. Further, this indicator offers the best available measure of
the capacity of states to actually provide services to inmates. Without
counselors, doctors, nurses, teachers, librarians, and other service
professionals, prisons can provide few meaningful services.
Data and methods
This article relies primarily on data from the Bureau of Justice
Statistics’ Census of State and Federal Adult Correctional Facilities(United States Department of Justice, 1997a, 1997b, 1998, 2001,
2004, 2010). Data were collected through questionnaires sent to ad-
ministrators at all known correctional facilities in 1979, 1984, 1990,
1995, 2000, and 2005.2 The facilities include community corrections
centers, youthful offender facilities, substance abuse treatment cen-
ters, and other specialized prisons, although the vast majority of
prisoners are housed in general conﬁnement (Phelps, 2011). Begin-
ning in 1990, private prison facilities were also included in the cen-
sus.3 The response rate for each year is 100 percent, except for the
2005 data, which is missing information on all Illinois facilities
and stafﬁng data for state-administered facilities in California. For
these two states, data from 2000 was imputed to estimate 2005
values.
The questions on facility stafﬁng levels distinguish between
custodial (i.e., security), administrative and supportive (e.g., wardens,
secretaries, culinary and maintenance workers), inmate services, and
other staff. Inmate services staff include teachers, social workers and
counselors, psychologists and psychiatrists, doctors and nurses, chap-
lains, librarians, and other similar professionals. Beginning in 1990, the
survey queries about the number of academic and vocational education
instructors, as distinct from the other inmate services staff. The survey in-
structs administrators to list the total number of staff employed by the fa-
cility, including part- and full-time staff, as well as staff members paid by
other government agencies (e.g., teachers paid by education depart-
ments) and unpaid interns.4 Volunteers are excluded.
I examine variation across place and change over time in the staff
to inmate ratio for all inmate services professionals and for the sub-
category of teachers by state between 1979 and 2005. The staff ratios
are calculated as the number of staff per 1,000 inmates in a given
state-year. These ratios provide a proxy for states’ commitment to re-
habilitative practices by measuring the ﬁnancial resources states are
willing to spend on inmate services. In addition, this indicator pro-
vides the best available measure of the capacity of states to provide
inmate services on a daily basis. Finally, the staff ratio data have the
advantage of being reported consistently across time and place,
allowing for reliable comparisons.
Still, there are two potential limitations of this measure. First, be-
cause inmate service professionals are hired to respond to inmates’
needs, the indicator might reﬂect the average “neediness” of pris-
oners, rather than states’willingness to fund inmate services staff po-
sitions. However, research shows that prisoners in general tend to
have a number of service needs, including education, medical care,
counseling, and drug treatment, and prisons rarely provide enough
services to meet them (Chamberlain, 2011). This suggests state vari-
ation in stafﬁng levels is unlikely to simply reﬂect inmates’ service
needs. Second, rather than reﬂecting states’ commitment to providing
inmate services, this measure might reﬂect the ability of states to
hire qualiﬁed staff. State administrators, however, can partially over-
come such obstacles by choosing where to locate prisons and how to
make such jobs competitive opportunities for professionals. In addi-
tion, as described below, the results support the face validity of this
measure, documenting the highest inmate services staff ratios in the
Northeast, where progressive reforms originated, and the lowest in-
mate services staff ratios in the South, the region with the weakest
ties to rehabilitation.
In the ﬁnal section, I examine four potential explanations for state
variation in the inmate services staff ratio: prisoner population in-
creases and overcrowding, inmate racial composition, court inter-
ventions, and political culture. Data for these analyses are drawn
from the Census of State and Federal Correctional Facilities (various
years), which provide information on facility crowding, inmate de-
mographics, court orders, and “supermax” facilities. Additional data
on states’ racial composition come from the U.S. Census Bureau and
information on the party afﬁliation of state governors is from the Par-
tisan Balance of State Government data, available through State Poli-
tics and Policy Quarterly (Klarner, 2003).
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National trends
In this section, I examine state-level variation in the inmate ser-
vices staff ratio (calculated as the number of inmate services staff
members per 1,000 inmates) in states across the U.S. The results are
presented in box plots, which visually convey a number of important
features of the distribution of staff ratios in each year, including the
median value (the line inside the boxes), the 25th and 75th percen-
tiles (the lower and outer limit of the box), and the lower and
upper adjacent values (the bottom and top of the “whiskers”).5
If the dominant trend in prisons has been a switch from the rehabil-
itative ideal to a punitivewarehousemodel,we should expect toﬁnd the
staff ratio for inmate services professionals in decline—i.e., fewer staff at-
tending to a rapidly increasing number of inmates. Fig. 1 provides the
ﬁrst test of this hypothesis, displaying the distribution of states’ inmate
services stafﬁng ratio between 1979 and 2005. Consistent with the lead-
ing accounts of the punitive turn, the results show a decline in the aver-
age inmate services staff ratio—the median inmate services staff ratio
declined slightly between 1979 and 1984 (from 66 staff members per
1,000 inmates to 61), increased slightly between 1984 and 1990 (back
up to 66), and declined between 1990 and 2005, reaching a median of
47 by 2005. Thus, therewere on average nearly 30 percent fewer inmate
services professionals per inmate in 2005 than in 1979, withmost of this
change occurring after 1990.
However, the second ﬁnding from Fig. 1 is that this decline across
time is overwhelmed by the tremendous variation across place in
each year. From the ﬁgure, it is clear that the distribution of states’ in-
mate services ratio for each year overlap substantially. One way to
quantify this overlap is to compare the decline in the median across
years with a measure of the spread across states in each year, for ex-
ample, the distance between the 25th and 75th percentiles. Using this
measure, I ﬁnd that even the smallest difference between the 25th
and 75th percentile—22 staff members per 1,000 inmates in 2005—
is greater than the decline in the median staff ratio of 19 staff mem-
bers per 1,000 inmates between 1979 and 2005. Thus, in each year,
even this conservative measure of state variation exceeded the total
change between 1979 and 2005.
As described in the data section, the category of inmate services
staff is quite diverse, including educational instructors, medical per-
sonnel, counselors, and other professional services staff. Beginning
in 1990, the data provide counts for academic and vocational instruc-
tors separate from other inmate services staff, allowing for an analysis
of this distinct sub-group. Among inmate services staff, teachers are
the most strongly aligned with contemporary notions of rehabilita-
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Note: Box-plots display the median, 25th and 75th percentiles, and lower and upper adjacent values.
Source: Census of State and Federal Correctional Facilities, various years.
Box-Plots of Variation Across States
Fig. 1. Inmate Services Staff Ratio, 1979-2005.Fig. 2 displays box plots for the distributions of states’ education
staff ratios across years. The ﬁrst result is the dramatic difference in
scale compared to Fig. 1—whereas the upper adjacent staff ratios for
inmate services staff reached values above 100 professionals per
1,000 inmates, the upper adjacent staff ratios for educational staff
ratio barely exceed 30. This reﬂects the fact that educational staff
comprise a minority of inmate services staff—across states, only a
ﬁfth of inmate services staff are teachers. This percentage declined
over time, from a mean of 25 percent in 1990 to 19 percent by
2005. The decline in staff ratios for all inmate services staff, combined
with the declining representation of teachers, resulted in a particular-
ly sharp decline in teaching staff. Between 1990 and 2005, the median
staff to inmate ratio for teachers was cut nearly in half, from a median
of 15 instructors per 1,000 inmates in 1990 to just 8 by 2005. Again,
though, state-to-state variation was substantial, with a signiﬁcant
overlap in the distributions for each year. Using the 25th to 75th per-
centile spread as a measure of state variation, the decline across time
in the educational staff ratio is smaller than variation within each year
(with a decline of 7 teachers per 1,000 inmates between 1990 and
2005, compared to a gap between the 25th and 75th percentiles of
8 in each year).
It is also evident from Fig. 2 that in every year the lower adjacent
reached the nadir of the graph—0 educational staff per 1,000 inmates.
In some states, then, prison facilities did not report a single paid staff
member (or unpaid intern)—hired by the Department of Corrections,
another government agency, or a private contract—tasked with pro-
viding inmate education. It is difﬁcult to know if these low ﬁgures
represent an empirical reality or whether some facilities simply did
not correctly report the total number of educational staff (perhaps
because such staff are coordinated by outside agencies). While ad-
ministrators are instructed to include all staff members in the survey,
it is difﬁcult to ascertain whether surveys were completed correctly
since there is no source of comparable data available for all states.6
Despite these concerns, the coherence of the trends across place sug-
gests a real decline in education stafﬁng over this period. This is cor-
roborated by a substantial decline in the percent of inmates
participating in educational classes—between 1991 and 2004, the
percent of inmates in national surveys reporting current or past par-
ticipation in academic programs declined from 43 to 27 percent
(Phelps, 2011).
These trends came in a period in which penal facilities increasing-
ly privileged security staff over inmate service professionals (particu-
larly educators). Between 1979 and 2005, the median staff ratio for
correction ofﬁcers remained nearly stable, declining by just 5 percent
(from 225 to 214 ofﬁcers per 1,000 inmates). Thus, the already large
disparity between treatment and custody staff widened during this
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Note: Box-plots display the median, 25th and 75th percentiles, and lower and upper adjacent values.
Source: Census of State and Federal Correctional Facilities, various years.
Box-Plots of Variation Across States








































Note: Box-plots display the median, 25th and 75th percentiles, and lower and upper adjacent values.
Source: Census of State and Federal Correctional Facilities, various years.
Box-Plots of Variation Across States
Fig. 4. Education Staff Ratio by Region, 1990-2005.
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imply that as states struggled to rapidly build up stafﬁng levels to
keep pace with inmate numbers, prison guards were hired at a sub-
stantially faster rate than inmate services staff.
Together, the results presented in Figs. 1 and2 suggest that, in terms of
the provision of staff devoted to inmate services, prisons indeed became
“harsher” places to do time after the 1970s. However, the results also sup-
port several qualiﬁcations. First, even in the more rehabilitation-oriented
period of the late 1970s, the average inmate services staff ratios were
quite low,with themedian state still providing 3.5 times asmany security
ofﬁcers as inmate services professionals.With this limitednumber of staff,
the majority of inmates could not receive extensive rehabilitative pro-
grams or services (Phelps, 2011). Second, the decline began in the
1990s, rather than during the 1980s; changes in stafﬁng levels lagged sig-
niﬁcantly behind shifts in the rhetoric of punishment. Third—and perhaps
most importantly—in every year, a wide range of inmate services staff ra-
tios were present across states, with variation across place overwhelming
changes across time.
Regional trends
The national trends presented above suggest both a trend of de-
cline across time and tremendous variation across states within
year. But do stafﬁng levels cluster by region? And are the same trends
across time evident when states are disaggregated into regions? Fig. 3
begins to answer these questions, documenting state variation by
region in the inmate services ratio between 1979 and 2005.
Fig. 3 documents that states in all four regions experienced de-
clines in the inmate services staff ratio, although the starting and end-
ing stafﬁng levels varied signiﬁcantly. Consistent with the literature,
states in Northeast began and ended with the highest inmate services
stafﬁng levels, followed by states in the Midwest and West, and
trailed by states in the South. Between 1979 and 2005, the median in-
mate services staff ratio declined by between 34 and 40 percent in all
four regions—dropping from 99 to 63 inmate services professionals
per 1,000 inmates in the Northeast, 82 to 54 in the Midwest, 73 to
47 in the West, and 50 to 30 in the South. During this period, the
gap between the Northeast and South widened; by 2005, inmates in
the median Northeastern state had access to more than twice the
number of staff than their Southern counterparts.
Fig. 4 displays the same box-plots by region as Fig. 3, but is limited
to academic and vocational instructors. We see that states in every
region saw a decline in the staff ratio for teachers, with the largest de-
clines outside the Northeast. Between 1990 and 2005, the educational
staff ratio declined by just 17 percent in the Northeast (from amedian
of 18 to 15 teachers per 1,000 inmates), compared to declines of










































Note: Box-plots display the median, 25th and 75th percentiles, and lower and upper adjacent values.
Source: Census of State and Federal Correctional Facilities, various years.
Box-Plots of Variation Across States
Fig. 3. Inmate Services Staff Ratio by Region, 1979-2005.West, 13 to 6 in the South, and 17 to 9 in the Midwest). To an even
greater degree than in the broader inmate services staff ratio, the
gap between teacher ratios in the Northeast and South expanded be-
tween 1990 and 2005; by 2005, inmates in the median Northeastern
prison had access to 2.5 times the number of teachers than did in-
mates in the median Southern prison.
Together, Figs. 3 and 4 replicate the primary ﬁndings from Figs. 1
and 2, again showing stafﬁng declines across time and tremendous
variation across place. In addition, Figs. 3 and 4 document the regional
clustering of inmate services staff ratios. The most striking result
from these ﬁgures is the difference between Northeastern and
Southern states. By 2005, there were fewer inmate services profes-
sionals everywhere, but the median state in the Northwest still pro-
vided more inmate services staff (and teachers) than the median
state in the South in any year. Thus, in at least this respect, Northeast-
ern prisons in the present decade are more rehabilitation-oriented
than Southern states have been at any point in the past 30 years.
This pattern is even more extreme than the stark differences in incar-
ceration rates across regions—despite the generally lower incarcera-
tion rates in the Northeast and higher rates in the South, the median
incarceration rate for Northeastern states in 2010 was still nearly 50
percent greater than the median for Southern states in 1980 (Pastore
& Maguire, 2010).7State trends
As displayed in Figs. 1 through 4, states varied widely in education
and overall inmate services staff ratios in every year. In 1979, the in-
mate services staff ratio varied from a low of 15 inmate services
professionals per 1,000 inmates in North Carolina and Texas to a
high of over 145 in New Hampshire, Rhode Island, and Vermont. By
2005, the ratio ranged from a low of 7 services professionals per
1,000 inmates in Alabama and Arkansas to more than 70 in Minneso-
ta, New Hampshire, and Vermont. Likewise, the staff ratio for aca-
demic and vocational instructors in 1990 ranged from 0 teachers to
over 30 teachers per 1,000 inmates in Maine, Minnesota, New Hamp-
shire, New York, and Vermont. By 2005, the highest staff ratios for
teachers were above 20 in Maine, New Jersey, and Vermont.8
Despite this variation, almost all states (43) experienced a decline
in the inmate services staff ratios between 1990 and 2005; 46 showed
a decline in the education ratio. The median decline was 21 staff
members per 1,000 inmates for all inmate services professionals
and 7 educational staff members per 1,000 inmates. During the
1990s, these trends were driven by rapid increases in prisoners out-
pacing more tepid increases in inmate services staff. However, be-
tween 2000 and 2005, roughly half of states lost inmate services
staff members while inmate totals continued to climb.
353M.S. Phelps / Journal of Criminal Justice 40 (2012) 348–357Despite the decline between 1990 and 2005, there remained sub-
stantial overlap across states, as displayed in the box-plot ﬁgures. One
way to quantify this ﬁnding is to examine the overlap in the staff ra-
tios in 1990 and 2005. If states’ inmate services staff ratios from both
1990 and 2005 are ranked in order from smallest to largest, there are
only 4 states in 2005 with inmate services staff ratios lower than the
lowest value from 1990 and only 4 states in 1990 that had higher
values than the highest value in 2005. In other words, these distri-
butions overlap almost entirely—for nearly every state in 2005, there
is another state that had a lower staff ratio in 1990, and vice versa.
This suggests that throughout this time period—and in spite of the
secular decline in the inmate services staff ratio—place remained the
most important characteristic for understanding variation in staff
ratios.
Understanding variation across states
This tremendous variation in stafﬁng levels opens a newquestion—
what explains states’ diverse levels of providing rehabilitation-related
staff? Here, I brieﬂy consider the role of four factors—prisoner in-
creases and overcrowding, inmate racial composition, court involve-
ment, and political culture—by evaluating the correlations between
these state characteristics and inmate services ratios.While the results
cannot prove that these factors produced state variation, they provide
an interesting descriptive pattern and suggestive evidence about the
determinants of states’ unique trajectories. Because the data represent
a complete population enumeration (i.e., all states in a given year),
formal statistical tests are unnecessary to evaluate the signiﬁcance of
differences. However, I analyze both the correlation coefﬁcients and
the p-values for each relationship as a method of determining which
associations are largest and strongest.
Increases in prisoners
Rapid increases in prisoner populations may make it difﬁcult
for states to maintain inmate services staff ratios for two reasons.
First, the rapid expansion of the inmate population requires states
to dramatically expand stafﬁng capacities, which can be logistically
and politically difﬁcult. Second, such rapid prisoner growth is often
associated with overcrowding, as state administrators scramble to
ﬁnd enough beds. In prisons with inmates double and triple bunked,
it may be especially hard for administrators to keep the increases in
staff in step with the increases in prisoners, since there is little
room for new programs or services (Carroll, 1998).
The results suggest a large and negative relationship between a
state's inmate population and inmate services staff ratio in 2005, al-
though the correlation does not reach statistical signiﬁcance (r=-.17,
p=NS). Similarly, the rate of crowding (measured as the ratio of pris-
oners to design capacity) in 2005 has a large and negative (but not-
signiﬁcant) relationship with the inmate service staff ratio (r=-.17,
p=NS). There is also some evidence that states with greater increases
in the crowding ratio between 1990 and 2005 experienced greater
declines in the inmate services staff ratio over this period (r=-.15,
p=NS). These relationships are not present for variation in teacher
staff ratios, suggesting that variability in education stafﬁng were not
consistently related to population size or crowding rates.
Thus, rapid increases in prisoner populations and the resultant
overcrowding may have been responsible for some of the decline in
the inmate services staff ratio, with states more affected by rapid pris-
oner expansions and crowding less able to expand stafﬁng capacities.
However, this relationship was not strong enough to reach statistical
signiﬁcance, suggesting substantial variation across states, with some
large, overcrowded states maintaining relatively high staff ratios
while other states, with smaller prisoner increases and overcrowding
problems, provided few inmate services staff.Prisoner demographics
Much of the criminological literature around the punitive turn
focuses on racial divides and the politics of race and punishment. In-
deed, one of the robust predictors of higher incarceration rates across
states is the percent of residents identiﬁed as black or African Amer-
ican (Beckett & Western, 2001; Greenberg & West, 2001; Jacobs &
Carmichael, 2001). Scholars in social psychology have also demon-
strated that individuals with negative perceptions of minority groups
and anxiety about “racial threat” are more likely to support punitive
criminal justice policies (Jacobs & Tope, 2007; King & Wheelock,
2006). This research suggests that some of the worst prison condi-
tions are likely clustered in states in which the prison population is
predominantly composed of black felons.
The correlation between the percent of inmates identiﬁed as black
and the inmate services staff ratio in 2005 is very large, negative, and
statistically signiﬁcant (r=-.42, pb .01). On the high end, states like
Louisiana,Mississippi, and South Carolina have some of the highest per-
centages of black prisoners and the lowest inmate staff ratios, while in
states like New Hampshire and Vermont, where inmates are over-
whelmingly identiﬁed aswhite, staff ratios are on averagemuch higher.
There is a smaller, but still negative, relationship between percent black
and the staff ratio for educational staff in 2005 (r=-.20, p=NS). These
correlations are even stronger if percent black is measured as the per-
cent of state residents identiﬁed as black, suggesting it is the racial
composition of the state as a whole—rather than the demographics of
inmates—that matters for this association.9 In addition, there is some
evidence that states with larger increases in the percent of black pris-
oners between 1990 and 2005 experienced greater losses in the inmate
services staff ratio (r=-.14, p=NS) and the teacher ratio (r=-.08,
p=NS), although these relationships are less strong than the results
for 2005 values (perhaps in part because most states saw little change
in the racial composition of inmates across this short span).
Together, the inmate demographics results suggest a relationship
between the racial composition of prisoners and the inmate services
staff ratio. In large part, these racial differences are explained by—or
contextualize—regional differences, with states in the South having,
on average, the highest percent of black inmates and the lowest staff ra-
tios. Within the South, the relationship between the inmate services
and teacher staff ratios and percent of prisoners identiﬁed as black is
even larger (r=-.64, pb .01 for both correlations). Outside the South,
there is no relationship between the racial composition of prisoners
and states’ inmate services staff ratios and a positive relationship be-
tween percent black and the teacher staff ratio (r=.18, p=NS). This
implies that there is little connection between inmates’ racial composi-
tion and states’ inmate services ratio outside of the South. Rather, higher
percent ages of black inmates explains some of the variance between
the South and other regions and differences within the South.
Court involvement
Examining the impact of federal court interventions in prison af-
fairs, many legal scholars have concluded that prison litigation cases
have been successful in improving the conditions of conﬁnement
(for a recent review, see Jacobs, 2003). One of the ways courts may
have improved the conditions of conﬁnement is in supporting reha-
bilitative programs, especially medical and psychiatric services, and,
more generally, by limiting prisoner overcrowding (Carroll, 1998;
DiIulio, 1990; Feeley & Rubin, 1998). If such advocacy had been suc-
cessful, we would expect that states with court interventions would
experience smaller losses in inmate services staff relative to other
states with similar conditions.
In the facility census data, prison administrators report whether
the facility is under court order (or consent decree) for crowding or
any other conditions of conﬁnement. I examine three different cate-
gories of court orders—any kind of court order, court orders for
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lated to staff ratios (including overcrowding, medical care, education
and training programs, and counseling). When 50 percent or more of
a state's prisoner population resides in facilities under court order, I
consider that state to have active court involvement.10 Consistent
with the decline in inmate services staff ratios, court involvement in
prison affairs declined in the 1990s and 2000s, in large part because
the Prison Litigation Reform Act of 1996 limited inmates’ ability to
ﬁle claims (Schlanger, 2006). The number of states with any kind of
court order that affected 50 percent or more of the inmate population
increased from 11 in 1984 to 16 in 1990 and 1995, then declined to 9
by 2000 and reached a low of 5 states by 2005.
Given that court orders select for troubled prison systems, it
would be inappropriate to compare staff ratios in states with and
without court orders. Instead, I evaluate whether states with court or-
ders in 1990 were more or less likely to experience relatively smaller
or greater losses in inmate services staff between 1990 and 2005. I
ﬁnd that states with any kind of court order affecting the majority
of the population in 1990 experienced greater losses in inmate ser-
vices staff on average between 1990 and 2005 (r=-.23, p=NS), al-
though this correlation is not statistically signiﬁcant. While these
results may simply reﬂect the kinds of prison systems that received
court orders, they certainly do not suggest that the courts have played
a protective role. This relationship was not replicated for the educa-
tional staff ratio. In addition, for both staff ratios, there was no rela-
tionship between having a stafﬁng or staff-related court order in
place in 1990 and the change in inmate services or educational staff
ratios.
At best, differential court involvement was not responsible for
shaping trajectories of staff loss across states. If anything, court inter-
vention was perhaps a sign that the state system was on a downward
trajectory (although this applied only to the overall inmate services
staff ratio and broadest measure of court involvement).
Political culture
A growing literature holds that the punitive politics of mass incar-
ceration ﬂourished to varying degrees across states. If the inmate ser-
vices staff ratio is a reﬂection of these broader punitive politics, there
should be a correlation between these forces and states' staff ratios.
Here, I evaluate two possible indicators of state political culture—
the political party in control of the governorship and the use of
“supermax” prisons.
Simon (2007) argues that the turn toward mass incarceration was
propelled in part by the increasing power of executive authorities,
especially governors, and the tendency to “govern through crime”
(i.e., to prove political competency by enacting increasingly harsh
criminal justice penalties). Republican leaders in particular adopted
this “tough” model of justice, pioneering some of the most draconian
sentencing and corrections policies (Beckett, 1997). Thus, if tougher
political policies are driving the variable changes in the inmate ser-
vices staff ratio, states led by Republicans should show greater
declines.
The results suggest a large and negative (though not signiﬁcant)
correlation between having a Republican governor in 2005 and the in-
mate services staff ratio (r=-.31, p=NS) and teacher ratio (r=-.26,
p=NS) in 2005. Although the results are not statistically signiﬁcant,
the differences across states are substantial—on average, states led
by Republican governors provide approximately 20 percent fewer in-
mate services staff members (per 1,000 inmates) than states led by
Democratic and Independent governors. In addition, states with Re-
publican governors in 1990 were more likely to see relatively larger
declines in the inmate services staff ratio (r=-.20, p=NS) and the
educational ratio (r=-19, p=NS) between 1990 and 2005, although
these correlations again do not reach statistical signiﬁcance. The re-
sults suggest that while party politics may have been part of thestory behind declining inmate services staff ratios throughout this pe-
riod, there is substantial state heterogeneity.
Another measure of states’ political climate is the presence of
“supermax” facilities, which hold inmates in near-permanent soli-
tary conﬁnement and represent the most extreme version of the
“no-frills” prison movement (Lynch, 2011; Mears, 2008; Reiter,
2012). Although deﬁnitions of supermax facilities differ, making
it difﬁcult to identify which states operate such facilities (Naday et
al., 2008), the facilities census data provide information on whether
individual facilities within states are identiﬁed (by the administrator
completing the survey) as “supermax.” This indicator appears to pro-
vide a lower-bound on the number of states with supermax facilities
(16 states in 2005), suggesting these are the states with the most
unambiguous supermax prisons.
The data suggest a negative (but not signiﬁcant) relationship be-
tween the presence of supermaxes in 2005 and the 2005 staff ratio—
states with at least one institution identiﬁed as supermaximum security
averaged 41 professional staff per 1,000 inmates, while states without
any supermaxes had a mean ratio of 50 (r=-.22, p=NS). Similarly,
states with supermaxes had an average education staff ratio of eight,
compared to 10 for states without supermax facilities (r=-.13,
p=NS). However, there were no signiﬁcant relationships between op-
erating a supermax facility by 2005 and changes in staff ratios between
1990 and 2005. Thus, states operating facilities identiﬁed as supermax
prisons tended to have lower staff ratios, although there remained sig-
niﬁcant state heterogeneity in this relationship.
Conclusions
The ﬁndings suggest that the narrative of decline in inmate reha-
bilitation during the punitive turn is correct in at least one important
respect—between 1979 and 2005, almost all states experienced a
drop in the average staff to inmate ratio for inmate services profes-
sionals. In 1979, the median state provided roughly 70 services staff
members per 1,000 inmates; by 2005, this had been reduced to 47
staff members per 1,000 inmates. Thus, as the number of individuals
behind bars rapidly expanded, the average inmate's ability to access
services, such as education, counseling, and medical care, declined.
On this measure of rehabilitation in practice, there is little “gap” be-
tween the rhetoric and realities of punishment: both have become
more punitive since the 1970s.
However, the results also suggest several crucial qualiﬁcations. First,
even in the more rehabilitation-oriented period of the late 1970s, aver-
age staff ratios for inmate services were quite low; the median state in
1979 funded 3.5 times as many security ofﬁcers as inmate services
staff. With limited services staff, most inmates were not receiving exten-
sive rehabilitative programs or services. In previous work, I estimate that
this level of stafﬁng translated into 25 percent of state inmates participat-
ing in academic programs, fewer than 15percent participating in psycho-
logical counseling, and less than 15 percent receiving alcohol or drug
treatment on any given day (Phelps, 2011). Clearly, while rehabilitation
may have been the predominant narrative of punishment (in some
places), its implementation was limited.
Second, the decline in rehabilitative staff took place during the1990s
and early 2000s, rather than in the immediate “post-rehabilitation”
period (the 1980s). This suggests that there was a substantial lag be-
tween changes in the narrative of punishment and punishment in prac-
tice. Throughout the 1980s, prisons were rapidly expanding stafﬁng
levels and program capacity to meet the inﬂux of prisoners (Phelps,
2011). Only in the 1990s, when the expansions continued, did inmate
services staff begin to fall behind. It seems penal practices were buffered
from the changes in rhetoric for at least a decade, with the trend in re-
habilitative stafﬁng shifting only after a protracted struggle over penal
values and in the face of a continuing ﬂood of prisoners.
Third, and strikingly, while there was an important decline in
the services staff ratio during the 1990s and 2000s, this shift across
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Figs. 1 through 4 suggest the predominant trend in every year is
enormous state variation, with distributions across years overlapping
considerably. For example, only four states in 2005 had ratios lower
than the lowest value from 1990, and only four states in 1990 had
values higher than the highest value in 2005. Further, this variation
was regionally clustered, with the median inmate services staff ratio
for states in the Northeast higher in 2005 than the median ratio for
Southern states in any of the survey years between 1979 and 2005.
Thus, with respect to the provision of inmate services staff, prisons
in the Northeast in 2005 remain more rehabilitation-oriented than
Southern prisons were at any point in recent decades. For under-
standing variation in this indicator of penal practices, place seems to
matter more than time.
Together, these results document that while prisons have indeed
become “harsher” places to do time, with fewer inmate services pro-
fessionals, rehabilitation in practice was not particularly pervasive in
the 1970s, nor is it entirely gone in the 2000s. This supports the claim
that conclusions about the punitive turn have often overstated the
coherence of the decline of rehabilitation. The results also provide
another dimension of empirical support to the theoretical under-
standing of punishment as “braided” or “volatile and contradictory.”
Alongside increases in many punitive practices, states have continued
to provide inmate services professionals who diagnose, treat, counsel,
and otherwise tend to inmates’wellbeing. In addition, throughout the
punitive turn, inmates’ experiences of punishment have been diverse,
with some states providing a more progressive context in which in-
mates have greater access to medical care, counseling, and education
programs, while others provide only the most minimal levels of
custodial care (or less). Thus, the rise of punitive rhetoric did affect
practices, but did not completely realign the “ﬁeld” within prisons
(Page, 2011).
In addition to supporting accounts of punishment as complex and
contradictory, the results also document what scholars have to gain
from studying state variation. While all states experienced the build-
up of mass incarceration, the scale of those changes and the experi-
ences of the imprisoned differ drastically. Researchers will proﬁt
from studying how the experiences of incarceration have varied
across both place and time. Rather than experiencing a monolithic
punitive turn, punishment began—and remained—a very different en-
deavor in states across the country.
At the end of this article, I provided a brief sketch of one such re-
search agenda, exploring state-level correlates of variation in the de-
cline in inmate services staff. The results suggest states with larger
and more overcrowded prisons, a higher percentage of black pris-
oners, and more punitive political cultures provided fewer inmate
services staff in 2005. There was no evidence that judicial interven-
tion protected states from the decline in the inmate services staff
ratio, with states with any kind of court order in 1990 more likely to
experience large losses in the inmate services staff ratio. Thus, these
results suggest that there are logistical, political, and sociological
explanations behind the huge span in states’ provisions of inmate ser-
vices. However, with the exception of the relationship between the
percent of inmates identiﬁed as black and the inmate services staff
ratio (driven by states in the South), these relationships did not
reach statistical signiﬁcance—even within broad trends, unexplained
state variation remains. Part of the story here likely involves factors
that are difﬁcult to quantify, perhaps most importantly, the role of in-
dividual correctional administrators and political leaders in main-
taining support for rehabilitative programs and services. Research
suggests that correctional administrators have continued to sup-
port and defend these services, often using narratives unhinged
from rehabilitation, such as concern for inmate management, legal
rights of prisoners, and public safety (Schoenfeld, 2009). Future re-
search might explore these state-level administrative histories to
gain a deeper understanding of the link between changes in therhetoric and practices of punishment and shifts in the implementa-
tion of rehabilitative practices inside prisons.
Looking to the future, where prison rehabilitation is headed re-
mains an open question. To some extent, the new rhetoric emerging
around punishment appears to be more promising, with state leaders
increasingly promoting a “smart on crime” rather than a “tough on
crime” agenda and scholars tentatively suggesting that rehabilitation
might be “back on the table” (Simon, 2008; Steen & Bandy, 2007;
Wool & Stemen, 2004). However, states continue to face extreme
budget shortfalls and in tough political times, prison programs are
often ﬁrst on the chopping block. Already, states that had made
gains in providing inmate services are scaling back as budget cuts im-
pact criminal justice (Scott-Hayward, 2009). The only sure bet is that
states will vary in their responses to both ﬁscal crises and broader dis-
courses on punishment.
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Notes
1. This braiding of punitive and rehabilitative strands is consistent with the way
the public responds to opinion polls about punishment, with respondents reporting
approval for both harsher sanctions and more rehabilitative elements (Cullen, Fisher,
& Applegate, 2000). See also Lynch and Richards (2011) on the varied penal goals
expressed in corrections departments’ mission statements.
2. The Bureau of Justice Statistics also ﬁelded a facility census in 1974, but the data
do not identify states.
3. Privately-run state prisons before this point were very uncommon; by 1990, on-
ly 1 percent of state inmates were housed in private prisons.
4. In 2005, the survey instructs administrators to exclude staff paid through con-
tractual agreements, whereas in earlier years, administrators were instructed to in-
clude these staff members in the total. However, in most cases, these individuals
comprise a minority of the workforce and are unlikely to substantially affect trends.
In 2000, contractual staff and unpaid interns together accounted for just 3 percent of
the reported total nationally. Trends between 1995 and 2000 are broadly consistent
with the trends between 2000 and 2005, suggesting this change did not create signif-
icant bias.
5. The lower and upper adjacent values are deﬁned by Tukey (1977) and concep-
tually represent the lower and upper bounds of the majority of the distribution. For ex-
ample, in the 2005 data, the lower adjacent value is roughly the 1st percentile and the
upper adjacent value is roughly the 90th percentile. Mathematically, the lower adja-
cent value is deﬁned as the smallest value greater or equal to the 25th percentile minus
1.5 times the difference between the 25th and 75th percentiles, while the upper adja-
cent value is the largest value equal to or less than the 75th percentile plus 1.5 times
the difference between the 25th and 75th percentiles.
6. Examining individual cases suggests that, in some instances, these results are an
error. For example, in 2005, Alabama's prisons reported a total of 0 educational staff.
However, in Alabama's Corrections Department's 2005 annual report, administrators
discuss a variety of both academic and vocational programs operating inside of prisons
(State of Alabama, 2005).
7. The median incarceration rate in 1980 for Southern states was 172 prisoners per
100,000 residents, while the median incarceration rate for Northeastern states in 2005
was 247.
8. The highest outliers for the inmate services staff ratio and education staff ratio in
2005 are West Virginia, but these statistics appear to be erroneous. One facility in the
state reported 117 teachers—an extreme outlier considering that the 99th percentile
value for the number of teachers per facility in 2005 is 40 teachers. In addition, this fa-
cility is neither the largest facility in the state nor the prison with the largest educa-
tional programs (State of West Virginia, 2006).
356 M.S. Phelps / Journal of Criminal Justice 40 (2012) 348–3579. The correlation between percent black in the resident population and the staff
ratio is -.51 (pb .01) for all inmate services staff and -.28 (pb .05) for educational staff.
10. Similar results are produced with different cut-points and a continuous mea-
sure of percent of inmates housed in facilities with court orders.References
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